
    
    [image: [Image]]
    
Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Dedication

Prelude

The Fork in the Road

The Pale Boy

The House by the Cemetery

Tomorrow

Alex

Ghosts

Mysteries

Maggie’s Story

Dreaming

Birthday Wishes

The Only Gift That Counts

The Search for a Stone

Truth and Lies

The Rest of the Story

One Giant Step

Signs

The Tree

Into the Magic

The House of Alex Cordez

Into Town

Mom

Night Searchers

Homecoming

Pieces of the Puzzle

To Tell the Truth

Hidden Treasure

Inside the Vault

Not That Kind of Tree

Back to the Garden

A Tiny Twig

A Final Gift

Acknowledgments

About the Author


Copyright © 2007 by K. L. Going
 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval
system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

 

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.

 


  www.hmhco.com


 

The Library of Congress has cataloged the print edition as follows:

Going, K. L. (Kelly L.)

The garden of Eve/K. L. Going,

p. cm.

Summary: Eve gave up her belief in stories and magic
after her mother’s death, but a mysterious seed given her as an
eleventh-birthday gift by someone she has never met takes her
and a boy who claims to be a ghost on a strange journey, to where
their supposedly cursed town of Beaumont, New York, flourishes.

[1. Seeds—Fiction. 2. Magic—Fiction. 3. Orchards—Fiction. 4. Death—Fiction. 5. Grief—Fiction. 6. Family life—New York (State)—Fiction. 7. New York (State)—Fiction.] I. Title.

PZ7.G559118Gar  2007

[Fic]—dc22  2007005074


 

This is a work of fiction. All the names, characters, places,
organizations, and events portrayed in this book are products of the
author’s imagination. Any resemblance to any organization, event,
or actual person, living or dead, is unintentional.

 

 ISBN 978-0-15-205986-6 hardcover

 ISBN 978-0-15-206614-7 paperback

 

eISBN 978-0-547-35134-6

v2.0116



For Kyle, who said,

“Write a story about an apple tree . . .”









  Prelude


“Once there was a beautiful garden.”

“Like our garden?”

“Almost, but so much bigger.”

“Were there trees? Like Father grows? Or just fruits and vegetables?”

“Every kind of tree grew in the garden. There were maple trees and oak trees. Fig trees and olive trees. There were orange trees and . . .”

“Apple trees!”

“Yes, apple trees.”

“What kind of animals were there?”

“Oh, more than I could name before bedtime. Let’s see. There were tigers and rhinoceroses and brilliant white unicorns . . .”

“Unicorns aren’t real. Father said so. He says none of your stories are true, because if magic were real you wouldn’t be sick.”



“Is that what Father says? Well, I’ll tell you a secret, but you musn’t tell anyone else.”

“What secret?”

“Father doesn’t know everything. He doesn’t even know enough to come inside for stories at night and that is very important, now isn’t it?”

“Yes. Very.”

“But you know what? Someday even Father might find a magical garden.”

“Would he take us to see it?”

“He’d bring you, Evie. Father always remembers you, even when it seems like he’s forgotten.”

“And will he bring you, too?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I will already be there, waiting where the grass is green and the trees are always in bloom, and the cherry tree petals blow along on the wind like the rain.”

“Mom? Was there really a Garden of Eden ? Not a story, but an actual place?”

“That all depends on whether you believe. Some people say there was a real garden, but it withered up and blew away. Other people say it was a story. A few people think it still exists, but no one knows for sure.”

“What do you think?”

“Me? I think a real garden would be pretty overgrown 
by now, wouldn’t it? So maybe someday we’ll each find our own perfect garden instead.”

“But how will we get there?”

“That’s a good question. Maybe we can only go to our garden after we die. Perhaps that’s why we’re not allowed to live forever.”

“Will you die?”

“Yes. We all will someday.”

“Will you find a beautiful garden, Mom?”

“I hope so, Evie.”

“Then I will meet you there. And I will bring Father with me even if he doesn’t believe in perfect gardens and wants to weed instead.”

“Okay, that’s a good plan, but you should only come when it’s the right time. Until then, help Father here with his garden. Promise?”

“Well . . .”

“You must.”

“Okay. I promise.”


  But behind her back, Evie crossed her fingers.
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  Chapter One



  The Fork in the Road


The final bend on the last road would take them to Beaumont. Father wanted to go straight but there was a fork in the road, so he stopped their old truck, packed full of their belongings, and got out to stare down each darkened, narrow lane. Maybe they were lost and they’d have to turn around and go home to Michigan.

Evie hoped they were lost.

She rolled down the window despite the cold. “Let’s go back,” she called, but as she said it Father took several steps forward and disappeared into the thick fog. Evie waited, and when he didn’t answer she sat up straight in the front seat, her heart pounding in her chest. She pushed at the door, but just as it opened Father reappeared piece by piece, his solid figure emerging from the deep gray.

“Can’t tell which way to go,” he said, coming back to the truck and leaning on the edge of her 
open window. He was wearing his padded gardening jacket and thick leather gloves, but his cheeks were red and the skin around his beard was windburned already. Cold filled the truck. “Fog’s too thick, and I sure don’t remember there being a fork in the road.”

He scratched his chin and took the crumpled directions from his jacket pocket. He’d gotten them months ago, before he’d visited the property, scribbling them onto the back of a grocery list because it had been nearest to the telephone. Milk, eggs, peanut butter, whole wheat bread, take Route 71 east until you reach exit 7, then go 70 miles on Route 77. . . . 

Evie brought her knees up to her chest and shivered in the late October air. Her pant legs rode up her ankles, letting the cold sting her bare skin. The pants were too short, but they were the last ones her mom would ever buy her—the last of her pretty clothes with no grass stains on the knees from rolling down hills or holes in the sides from catching on thorns. She wouldn’t get rid of them no matter how small they got. She’d tried to stop growing instead, but it hadn’t worked. Her legs were long and gangly, like a boy’s.

Evie pulled her socks up as high as they would go and tugged at her winter coat to bring it lower. She peered down each road, only they both looked the 
same. Nothing but trees on every side, stretching as far as the eye could see—a thick forest between two great mountain ridges. The day was bleak, and the trees stood like sentries standing guard.

The truck door opened and Evie’s father slid back into the driver’s seat.

“I wrote down ‘straight,’” he said, pointing toward the crumpled paper. “I’m certain it was straight until town. It’s the strangest thing.”

Evie twisted her hair into a curl, but it fell flat again as soon as she let go. Mom’s had never done that. She sighed, and a flock of crows lifted up at once, as if released by her breath. They spiraled into the fog and their calls filled the air like a thunderous warning.

Evie shivered.

“We should go home,” she said again. “We must have made a wrong turn.”

She thought over the drive from Michigan to New York, and each turn seemed like a wrong turn. How could they move so far from Mom?

Everyone thought Father was making a mistake. Everyone. She’d heard them whispering, and no one had come to help them pack or see them off because Father wouldn’t let them. Not even his own mother had been allowed over.



“I don’t intend to take help from the same people who are talking behind my back,” he’d told her, but it had felt awful to leave with only the neighbor next door waving from his front window. After that there’d been highway after highway and an overnight stay in a hotel that didn’t have a TV and smelled like stale crackers.

Father had tried to say it was an adventure they were on, which wasn’t like him at all, but Evie only scowled and stared out the window, occasionally kicking the dashboard. Adventures were things that Mom went on, not Father, and they didn’t begin at five thirty in the morning with a stalled truck that took half an hour to start and empty roads going nowhere.

“This is all wrong,” Evie muttered, but Father shook his head.

“Nah,” he said, “this is it.”

His dark eyes flashed the way they did when there was trouble to be figured out. They’d flashed that way the day he’d told her about buying the land. Only seven months after Mom died, he’d come to dinner all excited about a phone call from an old man.

“Fifty acres, Evie, and he’s practically giving them away because the orchard hasn’t been producing fruit. 
People around there think it’s a curse, but they’re just superstitious, that’s all.” Father had paced around the kitchen, waving his arms as he spoke.

“They talk themselves into believing in curses and bad luck, but that’s just foolishness. It was disease that made those trees sick and it’s hard work that will make them better.”

Evie didn’t care whether the stupid trees got better. Why should trees get better when people didn’t? Even the old man had died not long after that phone call. She’d crossed her fingers and toes that the deal would fall through, but it hadn’t. The old man’s sister had sold them the property instead, just as her brother had wished, and now three months later they were on their way.

Evie frowned and stared out the window.

“I hope we never get there,” she mumbled, but Father just glanced across the front seat of the truck and sighed. He reached over and smoothed the hair from Evie’s forehead. Her bangs hung in her eyes because Father never got around to cutting them—not even when Evie asked him to. “Tomorrow,” he always said. “I’ve got a sick tree that needs attention, but I promise to do it tomorrow.”

Except tomorrow never came and now the scissors were packed along with everything else. Evie 
pulled away and Father put his hand back on the steering wheel.

“We’re almost there,” he said, real soft. “I’d guess another five miles will get us to Beaumont, provided we pick the right road.” He paused, then looked over, catching Evie’s eye.

“You pick, Evie.”

Even now her stomach still turned somersaults.

“You pick, Tally.”

It was Mom’s job to pick. Always had been. Father said she had a perfect sense of direction, but Mom always said the wind told her which way to go.

Evie could picture her mother getting out of the truck to inspect the fork where the roads met. She would stand still and tall, her spiraled hair pulled back in a headband. She’d be wearing the cargo pants Evie loved, with all the pockets in them, and the thick leather sandals she wore all year long, even in the winter. Then she’d wait, breathing long and full until she knew which choice to make.

“The answers are always out there, Evie,” she used to say. “You just have to wait until they whisper in your ear.”

Evie wanted to get out and stand in the exact spot where she’d pictured her mom standing. The wind was blowing strong and seemed to have something to say, as if this time when Evie stood still, she 
might hear something other than deafening silence. She wanted it so badly her insides stung like scraped knees on pavement, but already she could feel her muscles tightening and her ears closing until even the sound of the crows faded into the distance.

“Go on,” Father nudged, but Evie shook her head.

Father’s hands gripped the steering wheel. Then at last he turned the key in the ignition and the old truck rumbled to life. He breathed out long and loud until it seemed that all the air had escaped his lungs.

“Left it is then,” he said at last. “One choice is as good as another.”





  Chapter Two



  The Pale Boy


When they drove into the forest, Evie had a sudden desire for bread crumbs, just like Hansel and Gretel in the story that Mom used to read her before bed. The road twisted and turned. Pavement gave way to gravel and for a while the truck bumped along noisily. Then the trees on the left-hand side of the road dwindled and Father pointed ahead of them.

“There’s the orchard.”

Evie stared at the long, snaking lines of apple trees. They were dead, of course. Anyone who knew anything about Beaumont knew that. But the air still smelled strong, like earthy apple cider. As they drove forward branches reached out like bony arms, warning them back.

“Careful in the trees,” Mom once said. “There’s more out there than your father’s roots and vines. Magical things lurk beneath the branches . . .”

But it had been ten months since Mom died and 
there hadn’t been anything magical at all—no beautiful gardens or answers carried on the wind. The world was as Father said it was. Soil + water + sunlight = life, and everything that lived also died and returned to the soil to start the cycle again.

Unless you were in Beaumont.

Here there didn’t seem to be any life at all. Even the crows had stopped flying overhead and the wind ceased whistling through the branches. Father hit the radio button and it crackled on, but there was only static to break the silence, so he shut it off again and now it was quieter than quiet.

“Ought to be a sign soon,” Father mumbled.

Evie scowled. Who would make a sign for a town that no one had cared about since the 1900s? Only there was a sign—an old wooden billboard along the side of the road. It said WELCOME TO BEAUMONT, in large swirly letters, and beneath it was written, HOME OF THE NEW YORK APPLE, with a picture of an apple in place of the word. The painted letters were cracked and faded into the weathered wood, but you could see what it might have looked like when the colors were bright and cheerful and the apple trees were alive and full of fruit.

“We’re here,” Father said. Evie looked around. There didn’t seem to be anything to here. Just a long 
stretch of forest on one side and an abandoned house at the edge of the orchard on the other. From the looks of things, they’d be the only ones alive in all of Beaumont.

Except just at that moment they came upon the funeral.

The cemetery was on the left, set back from the road, not far from the old house. The gray headstones blended into the sky, so that only the mourners stood out. There was a small gathering of people dressed in black pants and stockings and long black overcoats all standing around what Evie knew must be a grave. Their hats and scarves were clutched tightly, but nothing moved, as if they were frozen in time, trapped by a wicked spell.

“Wonder who died,” Father said aloud. He slowed the truck so that its engine didn’t make such a loud clanging against the silence of the late afternoon. Evie pressed her face against the window. Her stomach twisted into a knot so tight she couldn’t breathe. The day of Mom’s funeral had been gray and bleak, just like this one. She turned away, but from the corner of her eye she caught the movement of a figure stepping apart from the crowd.

Evie turned. The figure was a boy who looked to be about her own age, and he was the palest boy Evie 
had ever seen. His skin was ghostly white against the black of his coat and his pale hands were ungloved, making him appear as if hands and face were all there was to him.

The boy was the only one who noticed them and he turned to watch the truck as it crept past. No one else seemed to see him, and the look on his face was so stark and stricken with grief that Evie pressed her hand, fingers splayed, against the truck window.

“Do you see that boy . . . ?” Evie started, but just as she spoke the boy turned and slid back into the crowd, swallowed up by a sea of black coats. Father glanced at the graveyard.

“Someone your age?”

Evie shrugged. What difference did that make? But for some reason she still strained to see him in the rearview mirror.

Father kept driving and the boy and the funeral disappeared completely. The road led into a small town, and shops began to pop up, lining each side of the street. There were twelve of them in all, but most were closed and some were boarded up as if they hadn’t been open for a long time.

After the stores there was nothing but empty road as far as the eye could see. A sign on a lamppost 
read CLAIREVILLE 35, DUPONT 48. Thirty-five miles to the next-nearest town.

Evie frowned. They were passing a small park, but the jungle gym was rusted and the swings were broken. She concentrated on the buildings that still seemed to have life left in them—a grocery store, a bank, a little library. . . . 

Her eyes lingered on the library, and she remembered the way she and Mom used to race up the library steps back home.

“First one to find a book gets to pick the bedtime story!”

Only there were no bedtime stories now, and Father didn’t even slow down as they passed. He pulled up in front of a small store on the opposite side of the road instead—one with rakes and a hay bale decorating the front window. Exactly the place Father would choose to stop.

“We need to go in for the key,” he said, shutting off the engine. “Just a quick visit.” The sign in the store window read CLAYTON’S FARM SUPPLIES.

Father went in and Evie followed reluctantly several feet behind him. Bells chimed loudly when they stepped inside, but no one answered them. In fact, there was no sign of anyone, which was just as well as far as Evie was concerned. Father craned his neck and stepped around one of the aisles.



“Do you think anyone’s here?” he asked. Just then a door in the back opened and a large woman bustled out. She stopped and studied Father carefully but didn’t seem to notice Evie hovering around the corner.

“Frank Adler?” she asked. “You look different from the day we closed on the house. Must be the beard.” She chuckled. “Glad to see you made it. I’ve got the key around here somewhere.”

She patted the pockets of a large apron.

“Good to see you again,” Father said, reaching behind him to pull Evie forward. “This is my daughter, Evie.”

The old woman froze.

“Your daughter?” she asked, her breath catching. “Her name is Eve?” She ignored Father’s puzzled look. “You didn’t tell me you had a daughter. I assumed you were a bachelor like my brother.”

Evie rolled her eyes. That was typical of Father, to forget to mention her.

The woman clucked and shook her head. She was tall and sturdy and her long gray braid fell all the way to her waist. Evie wanted to dislike her because she was staring rudely, but for some reason she couldn’t. Then suddenly, like a burst balloon, the woman laughed, and it was a loud, boisterous laugh that filled the room.



“Forgive me,” she said. “I’m just so surprised!”

The truth was, she had a wonderful laugh—loud and ringing—and Evie couldn’t help feeling tingly, as if she’d met this woman before someplace and they’d sat together in front of a fireplace having hot cocoa with marshmallows.

I don’t care, Evie thought. I still won’t like her.

“The name’s Margaret,” the woman said. “Although you can call me Maggie, like everyone else.” She scooped Evie’s hand into hers and her touch felt warm and soft like Gram’s always felt, but Maggie didn’t look as old as Gram. At least, not exactly. Her hair was gray, but it whipped as she turned her head, and her eyes were young and sparkly. She smiled at Evie.

“Beautiful,” she said, as if making up her mind. Evie blushed. Then she frowned, keeping her arms crossed. She wasn’t beautiful. That much she knew for certain. She was skinny and plain, with legs far too long for a ten-year-old girl.

Still, something about the way the old woman said “beautiful,” so sure and final, made Evie wish she had a mirror, as if maybe she’d changed during the ride from Michigan to New York.

“I’ve been so excited for you to arrive,” Maggie said, turning back to Father. “If I’d known you had a 
daughter, I would have cleaned the house up a bit more, but to be honest I haven’t gone over there much since Rodney died.”

“Sorry for your loss,” Father said, shifting uncomfortably. Maggie just smiled again, and it was a sadder smile, but her eyes still twinkled.

“It’s all right,” Maggie said. “My brother lived a long life. He was ninety years old, you know. I suspect he’s more at peace now than he ever was while he lived. Poor old Rodney never had much luck.”

She sighed.

“I just wish he could have met you,” she said, looking straight at Evie. “Although I suppose he must have known you were coming?” She glanced at Father.

“I probably mentioned Evie when we spoke on the phone,” Father said, but he didn’t sound sure at all. Evie pulled at a loose string on her coat, twisting it until it snapped.

Maggie clucked again. “Well . . . regardless, you’re just what this town needs—people to till the soil again. Beaumont is going to have another heyday, you mark my words, and folks like us, folks with vision, why, we’ll be the ones here to see it. Now isn’t that right?”

Father nodded and shuffled his feet.



If Mom were here, she would have laughed and smiled and she and Maggie would have been best friends within the hour. Father only cleared his throat and Evie studied her torn sneakers. There was a long pause while Father tried to think of something new to say, and then he said something, but it was exactly the wrong thing.

“I see you’ve had a death in town. We drove past the funeral.”

This time Maggie’s smile faded completely.

“Yes,” she said after a long moment. “A young boy passed away. Very sad. He was just ten years old.”

Evie looked up. She hadn’t meant to say anything, but now she couldn’t help it.

“What did he die from?”

Maggie shook her head. “Leukemia. He died several days ago. Unfortunately they’ve got a frigid day for the funeral. We’ve been having a bad spat, you know. It’s unseasonably cold considering it’s not even November yet, but weather here tends toward the odd side. Something about being in the valley. The wind funnels through these mountains . . .”

Evie stopped listening. She thought of the pale face in the crowd of mourners. A boy about ten. But that boy had been alive. Only he hadn’t looked alive, had he?



“. . . isn’t that right, Evie?”

Father was asking her something, and Maggie was waiting expectantly for her to answer. When Evie didn’t respond, Maggie’s eyes widened.

“No school?” she said. “What will you do with yourself all day? Surely homeschooling can’t be better than being in a classroom full of kids your own age to work with?”

Evie wanted to tell her that
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